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EDITORIAL: METHODOLOGICAL REVIEW
Medical informatics is a field in transition, evolving from a loose collection of practices
to an integrated discipline. To facilitate the maturation of the field, it is crucial to define
and catalog the methods that constitute this unique area of research. Toward this end, the
Journal of Biomedical Informatics seeks review papers that provide a rigorous survey of
methodology. High-quality review papers are an invaluable resource, summarizing the
state of the art for solving a particular problem: what has been shown to work, what does
not work, and where future efforts should be directed.
Areas of application in medical informatics range from cells (bioinformatics) to tissues
(bioimaging) to patients (clinical informatics) to populations (public health informatics).
Many of these application areas (and subdivisions within these) possess special characteristics
that require specific approaches. Review papers of applied methodology can elucidate the
problems that make a domain interesting, and thereby motivate particular research directions.
Of particular interest are review papers that discuss methods with general applicability
across all areas of biomedical informatics. Such techniques are motivated by the general
character of biomedical data and knowledge—representation, acquisition, storage, re-
trieval, interpretation, integration, communication, and display. By articulating general
principles with wide application, these papers build the foundation of the discipline.
Above all, the Journal of Biomedical Informatics seeks papers that provide an organizing
structure for the literature being reviewed. For example, articles can be classified and
critiqued through the perspective of a specific theoretical framework. A high-quality
synthesis of published articles provides an essential guide to prior work. Moreover, this
effort can lead to the establishment of new theories based on a wealth of established results.
The creation of definitive review papers in any field is often only possible for senior
researchers with many years of experience, both theoretical and practical. However, the
Journal of Biomedical Informatics is eager to obtain submissions from new practitioners,
particular those completing advanced degrees in training programs in medical informatics.
Many students carry out a detailed survey of the literature in a given area as part of their
training, e.g., in writing a doctoral dissertation. These efforts are an excellent source of
high-quality review papers. In this way, training programs can make significant contribu-
tions toward formalizing and communicating the methods of the field.
This issue introduces the first review paper in the series. The contribution from Patel
et al. reviews methods from cognitive science for assessing comprehension of text. These
are applied to a problem from clinical informatics: the development and use of clinical
guidelines. The methods are supported by a well-established theoretical framework in
cognition pertaining to language understanding and memory.
I am exhilarated by the opportunity to serve as editor for this new series of papers. I
extend a warm invitation to all members of the medical informatics community to partici-
pate in this forum, and greatly look forward to your submissions in the years ahead.
Stephen Johnson
Associate Editor
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